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ABSTRACT
Through the evolution of the field of social work, a divide in its ideologies
has emerged and certain political and ideological groups such as the religious
and conservatives have become underrepresented. As a result, over the years
the liberal philosophies have emerged as the dominant group. This has led to a
decrease in diversity within the field. Recognition of biases in the field of social
work is difficult. Through a qualitative analysis method, this study was meant to
explore if social work students feel they are free to share openly in the
classroom, and if they are accepting of all ideologies or are there biases towards
any ideologies or beliefs by the students. This study used a qualitative method
data collection approach, which consisted of a six-member focus group with a
demographics questionnaire. The findings of this research has brought to the
surface that there are more liberal ideologies and less moderate or conservative
viewpoints being shared in the classrooms because of self-censorship. The
potential impact of this study is to increase awareness that there are
underrepresented groups within the MSW population, which decreases the
diversity in the field of social work.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Problem Statement
Over the decades Evangelical Christians, Republicans, and conservative
valued groups have become underrepresented in the field of social work. With a
field that prides itself on diversity, it tends to not exhibit an appreciation for
ideological diversity in the majority of the professionals in the field. The idea of
social work goes back centuries. It existed under the impression of charity in
history, and the custom of providing for the poor has roots in many world
religions (Popple & Leighninger, 2011). There were no biases on the part of the
persons trying to help. Even before the rise of modern European states, the
church was providing social services. The church set up burial societies,
poorhouses, homes for the aged, shelter for the homeless, hospitals, and
orphanages (Popple & Lieghninger, 2011). Charity was delivered in the form of
direct relief (for example, food and financial relief, or other material goods to
relieve a particular demand), as opposed to trying to change the root causes of
poverty (Popple & Lieghninger, 2011). The informal helping systems of the family
and church were being replaced by social welfare services of the government
during the rise of urbanization and industrialization (Popple & Lieghninger, 2011).
The field of social work was not considered to be a professional field, as
challenged by Dr. Flexner at the American National Conference of Charities and
Corrections. Dr. Flexner spoke on the topic "Is Social Work a Profession?" He
1

argued that the reason it was not was because it lacked specific knowledge and
specific application of theoretical and intellectual knowledge to solve human and
social problems (Popple & Lieghninger, 2011). This led to the professionalization
of social work, concentrating on case work and the scientific method (Popple &
Lieghninger, 2011). Since that time, two main organizations which the
professionalization of the field of social work has become associated with are the
National Association of Social Work (NASW) and Council of Social Work
Education (CSWE).
The NASW is the body that governs the ethical principles and values of
social workers. There are many values and principles listed, but there are
several in particular that state how a social worker is to conduct themselves. With
particular focus to diversity, 1.05, Cultural Competence and Social Diversity, and
1.06 (a,b,c), Conflicts of Interest, define how social workers are to be aware of
any biases and exercise careful judgment so as to not take unfair advantage of
any professional relationship or exploit others to further their personal, religious,
political, or business interests (NASW, 2008).
On the issue of cultural competence, it is important to evolve. Cultural
competence suggest that one can operate and interact successfully as a
professional, with a thorough knowledge of another’s culture. Cultural
competence would be best viewed as a process not an end product. There is a
newer term being used in the social service field, called “cultural humility” that fits
humanity and social service providers much better. Cultural humility is one
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paradigm for understanding and developing a process-oriented approach to
competency. Hook, Davis, Owen, Worthington and Utsey (2013) conceptualize
cultural humility as the “ability to maintain an interpersonal stance that is otheroriented (or open to the other) in relation to aspects of cultural identity that are
most important to the person” (p. 2). Cultural humility also represents a
readiness to truthfully look at oneself and one’s own limitations; the willingness to
acknowledge gaps in one’s knowledge, and to be open to new ideas (Hook, et
all., 2013).
The CSWE, which governs the schools of social work has many
standards, policies and competencies expected of the school and its participants
or students. Among them is Educational Policy 2.1.1, “Identify as a professional
social worker and conduct oneself accordingly” (CSWE, 2012, p.3). Social
workers assist as agents of the profession, its mission, and its core values. The
CSWE’s Educational Policy 2.0 states that, “Social workers commit themselves
to their professional enhancement and to their own professional conduct and
growth. Social workers advocate for client access to the services available,
practice personal self-reflection and correction to ensure continual professional
development, focus on professional roles and boundaries, to demonstrate
professional demeanor in behavior, appearance, and communication, engage in
career-long learning and use consultation with colleagues and supervision”
(CSWE, 2012, p.3).
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The underrepresentation of groups such as Evangelical Christians,
Republicans, and conservative valued people working in the field, have led to a
decrease in diversity. There is a value to having multiple perspectives. As social
work has evolved from being handled by the church to being appropriated by the
government, a shift in ideologies has occurred with it. Social work is a field made
up of culturally diverse professionals, and some tend to have biased views with
regard to conservatisms and spirituality in social work, with the significant
majority of those people in the field identifying as liberal (Rosenwald, 2006; Fram
& Miller-Cribbs (2008)). This can lead to a silencing function within the social
work classrooms. Liberals tend to hold different views of spirituality, than the
conservative evangelical, the field’s cumulative ideology may be unconsciously
limited by the overwhelming presence of this bias, which can bring with it
consequences with the scarcity of different perspectives; even though the
individual social worker may perceive their self to be open minded. In the
classrooms of social work, the move toward a more holistic approach is
underway, and with that the need to address spirituality has come back into the
fray and is being addressed by the professional body that governs the field
(CSWE, 2012). There is a need for practitioners to be well informed and practice
in all areas of diversity, including the different aspects of spirituality that exist in
the world.
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Purpose of the Study
Over the passage of time and the evolution of the field, there has been an
emergence of a definitive divide in political standpoints, policies, people’s
personal values and agendas in the field of social work. As this shift has
occurred, throughout the generations in the field, the voice of the social work
profession has become instilled with an ever more resonant liberal tone, as there
has likewise been a diminishing of the conservative, religious representation in
the field.
Much of the make-up of the field of social work is from a liberal’s
perspective; curriculum, professors and students alike. For example, Rosenwald
(2006), reported in his study of the surveyed participants 40.6% were liberal and
34.4% were moderate licensed social workers. Just over half (55.2%) of
Rosenwald’s sample ranked themselves “left of center” (liberal) and 10.4% were
ranked “right of center” (conservative).
How relaxed does this environment make a person that considers
themselves a conservative? In terms of personal beliefs and opinions, some
have affirmed that the attention on diversity and social justice within social work
education programs results in some social work students are being suppressed
(Balch, 2008). Do the students that classify themselves as liberal really promote
diversity and inclusions in the social work classroom as the National Association
of Social Workers (NASW) code of ethics stipulates?
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As the NASW Code of Ethics 1.05, describes “the value of diversity as
relating to cultural competency and social diversity. This is explained as
recognizing the strengths that exist in cultures and seeking to understand social
diversity with respect to many things such as political belief” (NASW, 2008, p.2).

Significance of the Study for Social Work
There are many people that should be concerned about this issue, most
importantly the different Universities that have social work programs, educators,
and students. There is an increased awareness that needs to occur within social
work education programs, and for educators to be sensitive to the fact that there
are individuals with differing opinions among them.
As the Social Work Code of Ethics commits to diversity and inclusivity to
all, so does the mother of social work, Jane Addams. Jane Addams expressed
that the Settlement cannot limit itself to one political or personal ideology but that
it needs cooperation from all, from the conservative to the radical and impresses
the need to be non-politically inclined (Addams, 2011). How does an educator
open up a safe environment for the diversity of all students to have an equal
opportunity to contribute their ideas without fear of their ideas being disregarded
or criticized? It raises the question, are social work students and educators
managing their biases towards students with different ideologies, for example,
spirituality.
There are many claims of liberal bias’ in higher education (Borg, 2004;
Horowitz, 2003b) which raise unique and pressing concerns for social work
6

educators. Finally, it is important for all groups of students to feel welcome in the
social work education classroom, that their thoughts are invited and valued; this
will help foster a true learning environment for everyone. Others need to know
that not everyone in the social work education system thinks like they do. The
importance of the adage, “helper know thyself” is applicable to all parties in the
field of social work.
It is important to understand this problem further because social workers
are to adhere to ethical standards in the code of ethics. The following ethical
standards are relevant to the professional activities of all social workers. These
standards concern social workers’ ethical responsibilities to colleagues, ethical
responsibilities as professionals, ethical responsibilities to the social work
profession, and social workers’ ethical responsibilities to the broader society
(NASW, 2008).

Research Method
The goal of this study was to help educators and MSW students become
more aware of their potential biases, and/or self-censorship regarding
themselves or for their fellow colleagues’, as well as proceeding with caution
when making negative references to others’ values. This can also help with
future training of student social workers by providing an environment safe for all
to speak; not just those who belong to the majority, but all parties. Also,
educators must be aware of how they influence the environment in their
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classroom, with respect to how that could better nurture an atmosphere for such
dialogue to occur; it needs to be a safe place for everybody.
This study focused on the engagement process of the generalist
intervention. How increasing the ability of the group to communicate effectively
with each other and in turn how this will help them become better practitioners in
the field, whether in the micro or macro social work setting. Having the ability to
communicate effectively in different settings and surroundings is essential in
social work, from individual counseling, to supervising many in an organization.
This study is undergirded by the following research questions: Why do
social work students self-censor along with how do we create a sense of
inclusion for all individuals in social work education? What would be the most
beneficial atmosphere be for all students with a focus on the underrepresented
groups or those that feel they have to self-censor? How can we foster an
environment for all to feel safe to share their opinions in the social work
education classroom? What are the obstacles to remove and tools to provide
needed to reach the atmosphere of inclusion? Grounded Theory was used to
explore what censor’s students along with how to open up communication among
students and professors that have differing views, and some that are very
controversial and relevant to today’s world.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) requires that programs
incorporate content on social and economic justice, diversity and populations at
risk into the curriculum. Not only that, they require that social workers commit
themselves to personal growth in terms of professional conduct; they are to
“practice reflection and self-correction to assure continual professional
development...” (CSWE, 2008). Social work educators have pursued ways to
integrate multicultural content into the classroom (Plionis & Lewis, 1995;
Singleton, 1994; Torres & Jones, 1997).
Multicultural education is the elevation of critical and constructive dialogue
on issues regarding race, gender, class, sexual orientation, citizenship and so
forth (Sleeter, 1996). Multiculturalism is defined as the presence of, or support for
the presence of, several distinct cultural or ethnic groups within a society.
Hyde (2002) conducted a study on how multiculturalism can to lead to
self-censorship. Although the multicultural approach is designed to help us
understand the complicated relationships within and between different forms of
domination and subordination, it also lends to closed dialogue.
It is argued that censorship and not dialogue is an outcome of multicultural
education (Bernstein, 1994; D'Souza, 1991). Conservatives refer to this type of
censorship as political correctness. Political correctness is symbolic of a
9

contradiction. It insinuates the suppression of ideas, and self-censorship. The
value base of the social work profession is grounded in ethical commitments to
non-discrimination, empowerment and social justice (NASW, 2015). American
liberalism is associated with the political left, characterized by progressiveness
shaping the ever changing political landscape of America toward an inescapable
state of positive liberty. In contrast, American conservatism is associated with
the right, characterized by a small federal government, tradition, liberty and
attempts to value and protect the integrity of the original intent of the Constitution
and Bill of Rights rather than changing it.
The liberal is typecast as the concerned caregiver who considers and
provides for all, insults none and is always morally superior, while the
conservative is stigmatized as being ignorantly prejudiced and callously
unconcerned with the affairs of anyone but themselves. Besides the fact that
these are generalizations, the problem with these definitions is that they are
antiquated. The main themes that don’t change are that liberals like change and
progressiveness, while the conservatives still like small government and freedom
from the government's control. However, the liberal left tends to be more secular
while the conservative right is more religious (Pew Research Center, 2004).
Social work has become associated with liberalism through its ethical
commitments to equality of opportunity and access to resources for marginalized
groups. It is said that these tend to be indicators of liberalism, but these are a
part of core conservative values as well. As stated earlier, just over half (55.2%)
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of Rosenwald’s (2006) sample ranked themselves “left of center” (liberal)
compared to 10.4% who ranked themselves “right of center” (conservative).
From the perspective of neuroscience, Socio Emotional Intelligence is the
ideal educational environment. Most of us have assumed that the kind of
scholastic learning that goes on in school has minute or nothing to do with a
person’s emotions or social environment. Currently, research in neuroscience is
telling us exactly contrasting information. When a person who is trying to learn is
caught up in a disturbing emotion, the centers for learning are temporarily
impeded (Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004). The student’s attention is
interrupted with whatever may be the cause of the trouble. Attention itself has a
narrow capacity, the student has a decreased ability to listen, understand, and
commit to memory what information a teacher or a textbook is offering them (Zins
et al., 2004). In short, there is a direct link between emotions and learning (Zins
et al., 2004).
Social and Emotional Intelligence Theory is one that if we think back to our
school days and remember a teacher we enjoyed, we almost certainly will also
bring to mind a classroom environment where we enjoyed learning and
communicating (Zins et al., 2004).

Proposed Study
The field of social work education tends to attract diverse students,
including conservative students. The conservatives have values and beliefs that
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may be more compatible with those of social work clients than with social work
educators (Hodge, 2003). Hodge (2003) conducted a study on underrepresented
groups in social work. It was reported that the conservative evangelical social
worker is one of the top underrepresented groups in the field of social work and
he suggests that steps be taken to recruit additional members from any
underrepresented group into the profession.
This brings into focus the lack of theistic voices may hinder the secularist
and liberal social workers’ abilities to understand the unique views of
Evangelicals and other theists. As the NASW Code of Ethics (2015, 1.05)
“stipulates, in order to work efficiently with clients who, see the world through a
dissimilar cognitive lens, social workers must have some consideration and
understanding of their worldview”. For many individuals’ spirituality is
fundamental to a personal sense of wellbeing (Gallup & Lindsay, 1999). It has
been reported that spirituality provides an outline of understanding reality for
helping people understand who they are. (Maslow, 1968).

Problem Focus
Without diversity in professional circles, harm may be perpetuated upon
underrepresented populations that are all too easily rendered voiceless when
worldviews conflict. Kuhn (1970) suggests, without a differing of opinions, the
rise of one perspective gives rise to a dominant group of voices within the
profession. This leads to the assumptions that the shared view of how the world
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is constructed is through this dominant world view and leaves the impression that
this is the how most people think. The majority, the dominant group, lends to
discrimination against the underrepresented groups in social work settings and
this leads to voices being silenced.
In the end, the study that Hyde (2002) conducted proved that when it
comes to censorship in the classroom, it is in part due to how intimidating the
instructor is viewed by the student, and in part by pressure from their outspoken
peers. Students carefully monitor verbal and nonverbal cues in which they
censor themselves if they sense they will be insulted or criticized by their peers.
In the study of Ringstad (2014), the political makeup of social work students was
analyzed. The results of this empirical research study concluded that social work
is a moderate, but not necessarily extreme liberal profession. The
underrepresentation of certain groups in the field, and especially in the
educational setting, does not lend to the diversity and openness called for by our
NASW Code of Ethics, particularly considering the self-censorship that comes
with it.

Theories Guiding Conceptualization
As the research was unfolding the understanding of what may stifle
dialogue in the classroom, the recurring themes that were noted were
multiculturalism, political correctness, and the underrepresentation of certain
groups of people with more religious or conservative values. Several of the
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studies involved were empirical research. Though no theories were explicitly
stated, it would emerge that the Grounded Theory was the theory being used to
guide the research. Many of the studies were only looking to find out what
groups of people were underrepresented, and not necessarily why this was the
case. However, the possible reasons did become addressed in some studies
along with the groups in the results.

Possible Gaps in Study
What has not been studied previously in the social work education
literature is what theory can be used to provide a framework for fostering an
environment of openness for all. How to get the shy, the conservative, or the
religious person to feel safe to share their opinions, ideas, or experiences in the
social work education classroom will be the next logical step for research in this
area. Since this is a field where the practice of inclusion rather than exclusion is
supposed to be the norm, the classroom should be a safe place to do this and
build on experiences to take into the professional arena. Students, regardless of
their age, need to continue to learn about their own bias’, whether explicit or
implicit, and manage them. A goal for this research is determining how to be
able to present a front of inclusion to all regardless of how they might feel on the
inside.
The members of the field of social work pride themselves as being open
minded, yet when it comes to the area of conservative or religious thought, they
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are often closed. Each student in social work education needs to know how to
understand the theist population before they enter into the profession, at the very
least to know where they may be biased with their clients, but hopefully to be
able to understand them, empathize with them, and know better how to help
them. Acting out in bias does not help improve one’s representation of the field
of social work, which is already looked upon in a negative light. Most individuals
do not feel safe to open up to a social worker, and the religious and conservative
populations (Jacobson, 2001) even though this is a field given to social justice
and diversity for all (Nutt, 2014).
In conclusion, this study built upon other studies by looking at what kind of
classroom environment will help all social work education students feel
comfortable enough to communicate openly. Combining Grounded Theory and
Socio-Emotional Intelligence Theory will allow us to bring an awareness to more
possible ways of bringing about an inclusion for all to speak openly in the
classroom. Grounded Theory is an inductive methodology (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). It is a set of research procedures leading to the emergence of conceptual
categories. These categories or concepts are related to each other as a
theoretical explanation of the actions that continually resolves the main concern
of the participants in a substantive area, it can be qualitative or quantitative.
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Summary
The goal of this study was to help educators and MSW students, to
become more aware of their potential biases, and/or self-censorship regarding
themselves or for their fellow colleagues’, as well as proceeding with caution
when making negative references to others values. This can also help with
future training of student social workers by providing an environment safe for all
to speak; not just those who belong to the majority, but all parties. Also, the
educators must be aware of how they influence the environment in their
classroom, with respect to how that could better nurture an atmosphere for such
dialogue to occur; it needs to be a safe place for everybody.
This is going to touch on the engagement process of the Generalist
Intervention. How increasing the ability of the group to communicate effectively
with each other and in turn this will help them become better practitioners in the
field, whether in the micro or macro setting. Having the ability to communicate
effectively across all lines is necessary in individual counseling, or supervising
many in an organization.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODS

Introduction
This chapter will discuss the methods used for this study. This section will
examine the study’s design, data collection, instrument, procedures, protection of
human subjects and qualitative data analysis.

Study Design
The purpose of this study was to explore social work students’ perceptions
of censorship/marginalization in the classroom. This study utilized a focus group
method with a vignette, open-ended questions in order to facilitate discussion
between the group members specifically in regards to level of comfort in sharing
in classroom dialogue on controversial issues. Do professors help of hinder the
process of an open dialogue? Along with exploring if they felt that personal
ideologies or values come into play on self-censorship?
This study used a descriptive/explanation with a mixed method approach.
It was a qualitative approach along with quantitative for demographic purposes
only. The focus group consisted of six participants ranging in age, race, gender,
year in MSW program along with how they identified in regard to social policy.
A qualitative design was selected because it allows subjective views to be
shared on the topic and the focus group allowed participants to give their
thoughts and views from those inside their field of focus. A completely
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quantitative design would not be as effective, since it would not allow participants
to fully explain their experiences in the classrooms with their peers and
professor’s.
Though the study has several strengths as mentioned above, there are,
however, limitations that need to be noted. The use of a qualitative design, such
as, smaller sample size which lends to it not being generalizable or causal to the
entire social work student population. Another limitation in the use of focus
groups, is in regards to confidentiality and anonymity. To mitigate this concern
the researcher required participants to maintain confidentiality as well as give the
participant’s a confidentiality consent form. However, the researcher cannot
guarantee participant’s responses or opinions stated during the focus group will
remain in the room because there is no control over the participant’s outside the
room. This study examined the student’s sense of inclusiveness, safety, and
biases in the sharing their thoughts in the classroom. The research question
involved was, how do we create a sense of tolerance/acceptance of all
views/ideologies in social work education.

Sampling
This study used a non-probability availability and quota sampling
technique. The study was announced in the California State University, San
Bernardino School of Social Work Masters programs. Why this is important to
social work, because the social work NASW Code of Ethics and Values states
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that this professional field is to be diverse, non-bias, and open to others values,
keeping with the client’s right to self-determination.
The only sampling criteria for participation was a fairly even number of
students that identify with conservative values, and a set of students that identify
liberal values, and neutral on both parties. The researcher attempted to use
quota sampling so that there is a diverse range of age and genders.

Data Collection and Instruments
This study used both qualitative and quantitative data. Qualitative data
was collected using a focus group with an interview guide with eight questions
(Appendix A). Information regarding demographics was presented in the form of
a paper survey handed out prior to the focus group (Appendix B). During the
focus group, open-ended questions were verbally given to the participants as
discussion topic. A vignette was used to facilitate a dialogue of differences inbetween participant’s values and how they would handle the scenario given, in
order to measure how accepting they rate themselves of others ideologies or
how free to express themselves they would feel. The demographic information
was measured nominally.
The research instrument used for this study was created in consultation
with a fellow colleague not a participant of the focus group, and research
supervisor. This was pretested by being asked to researcher friends and fellow
colleagues in order to ensure the questions are comprehensible as well as able
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to lead to open discussions. The interview guide covered topics of what creates
the student to self-censor in the classroom, what would help create an
atmosphere of inclusion to reduce self-censorship. This guide was newly created
due to the lack of instruments used to survey this group of students.

Procedures
Participation were current California State San Bernardino (CSUSB)
Masters of Social Work students from different years, cohorts, and viewpoints
ranging from liberal to conservative social platforms. Researcher passed out a
handout with researcher’s information on it and how to contact if interested, with
a deadline and possible incentive for participation. Data was gathered in the
form of a focus group.
Once all group members were identified and contacted a date and time
was set to meet on the campus of CSUSB. The participants were given an
informed consent with an agreement that this focus group will be audio recorded.
After each member signed the consent, the researcher passed out a short paper
survey with identifying information of their political affiliation, religious affiliation (if
any), a “class participation” question along with the pre-post question of how
inclusive of other student ideologies they feel they are, along with demographic
information for age, gender identification, education level, and ethnicity. After all
questions were answered, the recording of the group began. The researcher
handed out the vignette, and gave participants a few minutes to read and
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process information given. After they had read the vignette, researcher
facilitated the discussion around participant’s answers and dialogue about selfcensorship with differing opinions, does religion or political views play a role in
their answers, and how they might feel the educator/professor could foster an
environment of inclusion for all to speak openly without fear of backlash. The
groups discussion went for 90 minutes. At the end of the discussion, a debriefing
statement was given to each participant.

Protection of Human Subjects
The researcher used appropriate measures which necessitate the
protection of participant’s privacy and confidentiality in this study. All participants
of the focus group were voluntary. Participants were reminded that they have the
option to remove themselves from the group at any time for any reason. Group
members were presented with an informed consent as well as an audio consent
form. In both forms, their consent was offered by placing an X in the signature
line of both the consent form and audio form. Using an X will ensure the
confidentiality of each participant. The participants were told about Institutional
Review Board approval, the supervision of the study, the identity of the
researcher. In order to ensure continued anonymity, each participant was
denoted by a given number. Their number represented position of seating and
was written on the demographics form. The researcher, along with the
supervisor of this project have exclusive access to the audio recording. Upon
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conclusion of this research project, all data, including the audio recording and
demographic information were properly destroyed.

Data Analysis
This study applied a qualitative data analysis technique. The information
and data gathered from the focus group was audio taped and transcribed
verbatim. The researcher identified major themes in the transcript. After
identifying major themes, researcher coded the significant findings. By coding
themes, the researcher was able to see which themes were most important to
the students.

Summary
In conclusion, this chapter presented the methods utilized in this study.
This study utilized a qualitative design with a focus group. The result of the
transcription was 17 pages of single spaced dialogue with the focus group
participants on the subject of censorship and why it happened for them. The
focus group was comprised of social work students from CSUSB. It examined
the experiences they have had while in classes. The researcher used
appropriate means of recruiting participants and acquiring data. The
confidentiality and anonymity of the participants were upheld by the researcher in
order to protect their identity. To analyze data, the researcher transcribed
information.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS

Introduction
The purpose of this study was to identify why social work students censor
themselves along with what kind of atmosphere would help facilitate a sense of
inclusion. This chapter describes brief demographic information of the focus
group participants followed by a qualitative analysis of themes discovered during
the meeting. Responses where transcribed and data analyzed to discover the
emerging themes. This chapter will illustrate through the narratives of the
participants the challenges they faced when it came to feeling safe
communicating within their classrooms, along with suggestion they felt might
foster a safer environment of inclusion.

Demographic Characteristics of Participants
The sample consisted of six participants. All participants were female
(n=6). Two participants were from first year part-time students. Two participants
were from first year full-time cohort, and two participants from second year fulltime cohort about to graduate (See Table 1). Their ages ranged from 18-64,
ethnicity, spiritual identification and political identification (See Table 2). The
participant’s religious belief systems were not known along with their political
affiliations, if they had any.
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Table 1. Participants Pseudonym
ID Pseudonym
Respondent 1
Respondent 2
Respondent 3
Respondent 4
Respondent 5
Respondent 6

Program year
1st year part-time
1st year part-time
1st year full-time
1st year full-time
2nd year full-time
2nd year full-time

Table 2. Demographic Information of Participants
ID
1
2
3
4
5
6

Age Range
30-49
30-49
30-49
18-29
18-29
50-64

Ethnicity
Caucasian
Cauc/Asian
Hispanic
Hispanic/Cauc
Hispanic
Hispanic

Spiritual ID
Christian
Christian
Spiritual
Christian
Christian
Christian

Political ID
Moderate
Moderate
Liberal
Liberal
Moderate
Liberal

Presentation of the Findings
Identifying Themes
Four major themes emerged after analyzing the transcripts from the focus
group. The themes were: 1) respect, 2) values/beliefs 3) judgments, 4)
professors. The following section will address each theme with a narrative from
the participants response.
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Respect
Among all the participants, they reported that the lack of respect of other’s
opinions were experienced in all the classes they attended. The following
comments were made by some of the participants:
Respondent 5
I feel that there are people in our classes that wouldn’t respect your
response as others have said, based on their comments that they
have made previously. Where like I can recall a conversation about
someone talking ‘oh, I hate when people have religious stickers on
their cars’. Oh, it’s like I hate those people, and personally, I’ve got
‘Smile God Loves You’ on my license plate frame. So, I feel they
are really quick to make those snap judgments and not realize how
disrespectful some of their comments may appear or feel to those
people, so I feel there is not that safe space or room for this open
conversation to be had in a respectful manner (Personal
Communication, June 8, ,2016).
Respondent 3
You can’t please everybody but it’s not about that, It’s let’s be
respectful of each other, but it’s so sad that none of us feel that we
can relax; myself included, relax and feel like we can share our
thoughts on hypothetical cases, you know not even like a real case,
but like something that can happen cause you’re ‘to religious, to
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conservative’; it is uncomfortable. I have been in those situations
here (Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
Respondent 2
I think, just as simple as that, respect one another’s opinions.
We’re not all going to agree on the same things in a classroom
setting…I already feel I am not going to end up saying much in the
room, cause I don’t think that that level of respect exists in my
cohort, sadly… In this profession respect is the key and just
honoring one another’s opinions and understanding that we are not
all going to be the same and if someone wants to take the floor and
speak – thank you, next- thank you; not judging one another for
what they say. That freedom is not available in the classroom
(Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
Respondent 4
I feel that because students aren’t open to hearing other people or
respecting other people, we take away from our own education. It is
funny how we respect and honor our clients and their beliefs, but
it’s ok to disrespect and disregard our own colleagues, I find that
sad. If a student brings up that they are a Christian or a certain
belief system, immediately students that don’t have that, I feel that
they shut them down by attacking their comments and it angers me.
So, I just sit back and think, ‘ok, I don’t want to say anything, so I
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am not going to be a part of the conversation’ because I feel
students are just not ready yet (Personal Communication, June 8,
2016)
Respondent 1
Yeah, because I see them, they text each other in class making fun
of people and the laugh and look, and it’s very real. They are just
so willing to be making fun about this person and there is a
particular person in our cohort that whenever they say anything
people are rolling their eyes; it’s just a certain group of people
(Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
Values and Belief
Several of the participant’s spoke about their faith being a factor of
comfortableness sharing in the classroom, along with political ideologies
exhibited. Here are some of the following comments made:
Respondent 4
…how are we going to learn about other people’s differences, their
values and their belief systems if we always just shut them out? It is
funny how we respect and honor our clients and their beliefs, but
it’s ok to disrespect and disregard our own colleagues.
Respondent 4 went on to further state later in the discussion;
So, I have very conservative beliefs too. I consider myself a strong
Christian but have a mindset of being open to new ideas and new
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concepts. I get angry in class when topics like this one come up
and student’s say ‘well we have to be open minded’, open minded.
Ok, no matter what background you have, whether you are very
liberal or very conservative, but when it comes time to, ‘alright, we
talked about the liberal side, let’s talk about the “extreme” side
which is conservative’; I feel like ‘oh, we can’t talk about that one’
(Personal Communication June 8, 2016).
Respondent 1
In the classroom, I believe that it’s said that everyone’s viewpoints
are acceptable and appropriate and we want to hear everyone’s,
it’s said. But, I don’t think that it’s lived out in action because
everything is represented from (so far, I’ve only gone through my
first year), through more of a liberal standpoint. So, if it is supposed
to be both sides then where are both sides? (Personal
Communication, June 8, 2016).
Respondent 2
I don’t have a strong religious background, but I can understand
their points of view (other respondents) because I feel that sense
too in class where it’s…there are a lot of negative comments, sadly
in…actually in all the classes there are comments being made
(Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
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Judgment
The idea of “judgments” was an influence on how much the participants
would feel comfortable opening up in the classrooms of social work. There was a
consensus on the culture of the classroom to motivate the sharing of ideas.
Respondent 2
So, as far as any other input, I am one that would just sit back and
just be quiet too because judgments of how they feel only because
of comments they have already made. That’s where I am at
(Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
Respondent 5
“So, I feel they are really quick to make those snap judgments and
not realize how disrespectful some of their comments may appear.”
Respondent 5 further stated later in the discussion;
“Sometimes it is easier to go with the liberal perspective so you
won’t be judged” (Personal Communication June 8, 2106).
Respondent 1
“I already hear what people are saying, I already hear and it’s not
necessarily about liberal vs. conservative just how they are already
judging another” (Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
Professors
For many of the respondents they felt that the professor had influence to
open up dialogue or shut it down. That if they would offer the open dialogue they
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might have felt more comfortable talking about their ideas. Here are some of the
responses:
Respondent 5
I had asked one of my professors ‘can you please keep, as much
as you can, your bias’ out of the classroom (privately), and this
professor said straight out, ‘I’m sorry, I can’t, these are the type and
ideas that I have and it’s going to be hard to keep out my bias. I am
a liberal and I tie into liberal ideas and perspectives’. So, ever since
this professor said this it was very uncomfortable for me to be in the
class. I stayed quiet in that class. Sometimes it’s safer to go with
the liberal perspective because I won’t feel judged by this
professor…I can’t be myself, I can’t speak my mind because I felt
it is not safe from the very beginning. I felt that it wasn’t an open
classroom to have other opinions stated. I don’t think the professor
did it on purpose, but just because maybe this professor wasn’t
aware that there are more perspectives besides their own
(Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
Respondent 1
Only one professor ever talks about it (diversity in the classroom),
this professor is open to the idea and talks about it and even says
it’s a great topic, great thesis topic. So, so far in the year I’ve had a
few professors but only one so far has even talked about,
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acknowledged that there are conservative social worker’s
perspectives. It gave me more respect for her…just the fact that
she is open to it and recognizes it’s even an issue in our profession
and even within the NASW she has recognized that and brought
that up (Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
Respondent 6
I think that out of all the professors that we have had (too many)
unfortunately only one was open to talk about it and actually
encouraged to talk about it in class. Everybody else was… we
never talked about it in the other classes.
Respondent 6 further stated later in discussion;
I think if the professors are willing to step out of their comfort zone, I
think they would be like role models to teach us the road map, how
to handle this (Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
Respondent 3
I have seen them intervene where they can and it’s interesting
watching that dance but I feel that the professor should feel more
empowered by the higher ups to intervene more; they shouldn’t
have to because we’re adults but I do feel that I do get their
support, in where I go to them privately (Personal Communication,
June 8, 2016).
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Summary
The participants in this study shared openly on the challenges they have
experienced in communicating in the social work classrooms. What influences
the open dialogue and what are some of the causes that create self-censorship.
Not only did the focus group identify major themes there were minor sub-themes
that were discovered and suggestions were offered for possible solutions. One
participant shared, “this makes me feel empowered, to know that others feel the
same as I do” (Personal Communication, May, 2016). This statement spoke to
the overall consensus from this focus group of graduate students.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION

Introduction
The results of this study reflected some of the background examined in
the literature review. This chapter will provide an analysis from the narratives of
the focus group as well as the key findings of the study. The aspects of why
these themes emerged will be discussed as well as a brief discussion of how the
limitations of this study could influence the researcher’s findings, along with
recommendations for practice, and future research.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to examine and acquire an understanding of
what are the most common reasons a student would be willing to self-censor in
their classrooms and is there a way to create an atmosphere of inclusion. This is
a profession that is about open, and inclusive communication. These stories
were chosen because they highlight important values in social work. A field
whose values are about cultural competency, inclusiveness and social diversity
(NASW, 2008). In this study, the themes that appeared were respect,
values/beliefs, judgments, and professors. There were sub themes that also
developed and will be mentioned throughout the discussion; such as
socio/emotional intelligence, stereotypes, stigmas, and the feelings of being
invalidated.
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Respect
Among all participants, the issue of respect was the major theme. It did
not matter what other topic was being discussed it was brought back to
respecting one another and what other students had to say; regardless of values
and bias’. As reported earlier in the literature review, the NASW and CSWE both
have written expectations of professionalism as students and professionals
regarding the respecting of one another. These professional organizations
explain how to handle conflicts and the importance of personal and professional
growth.
As noted by all participants regardless of length of time they were in the
program, ethnicity, age, values/beliefs, or political affiliation, they all said respect
is key to softening the classroom atmosphere for open dialogue to develop.
Honoring others opinions and having an understanding that not everyone is
going to think the same is an important skill set to acquire; self-awareness is a
cornerstone to the social work profession. As reflected in respondent 3
communication,
“I think everybody feels (in the focus group) that their views are not going
to be respected at the end of the day; we need to first and foremost be respectful
of each other” (Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
Some have asserted the importance on the focus of diversity and social
justice within social work education programs (Balch, 2008), do social work
students as a whole really promote diversity and inclusion? The NASW Code of
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Ethics stipulates that social workers are to practice diversity and inclusion,
however, there is an overwhelming agreement that it is not applied, as
experienced by these students and expressed in the literature review. As Master
of Social Work students, it is an expectation to practice these qualities in the
classroom and in the field.
Judgment
Judgment as defined is not always negative, however, for the purpose of
this research it is the negative aspect of judgment, not just a perception but the
act of punishing through words. The classroom culture helps influence the
decision of whether or not a student was willing to share. Classroom culture
plays an important part of the learning experience. The freedom of practicing
appropriate expression was mentioned by a couple of respondents through the
illustration of Socio/Emotional Intelligence. Some respondents shared that they
learned by watching other classmates being verbally insulted that this did
influence their decision to not participate in the classroom discussions.
As discussed in the literature review two of the best practices for learning
is in the socio/emotional environment (Zins et al., 2004) and cultural humility
(Hook, et al., 2013). In socio/emotional intelligence there is a direct link between
emotions and learning (Zins et al., 2004). When there is an environment that is
enjoyable to be in, communication and learning are enhanced. Cultural humility
stands with CSWE in that it represents willingness to truthfully look at oneself
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and one’s own limitations; to be willing to look at the gaps in one’s own
knowledge and be open to new ideas (Hook, et al., 2013)
The respondents reported different situations that led to heated
discussions becoming confrontational. There were underhanded comments or
responses along with verbal attacks, as some witnessed. The judgments would
come out through body language, the rolling of the eyes, heavy sighs, and
negative comments with over exaggerated body expressions (Personal
Communication, June 8, 2016). These were the overarching reasons that the
respondents wouldn’t share their thoughts or ideas in the classroom. The only
time they would share is when they were going to “agree” with other students or
the professor, as stated in the analysis (Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
The sub themes that occurred within the theme of judgments were
invalidation, stigmatizing, and stereotyping. There were feelings of invalidation of
others’ values, thoughts, along with stigmatizing and stereotyping of races. One
respondent reported that the “simple fact” that text books blame the “white man”
and “that’s history” in the negative way. She goes on to explain that “there was
more going on in history than just the white man did this, and I’m white and I
almost feel guilty sometimes just sitting in class when these issues come up”
(Personal Communication, June 8, 2016). Another respondent went on to share
that classmates have said “you are all white on purpose, all together, you’re
choosing white topics” (regarding their group assignments). It was explained that
someone in her group had a contact for their assignment that happened to be
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Dutch which is how their topic evolved for the assignment. However, these
assumptions were unfounded with no inquiry of the situation, just a negative
judgment. She further states that now she feels people are “looking at her as
racist or something, and they have no clue that all my children have been
adopted from foster care and none of them are white but from different
ethnicities” (Personal Communication, June 8, 2016).
Value/Belief Systems
The literature review, along with other research, has defined this as being
called political and religious ideologies. As recognized in the literature this is one
of the most researched areas (political/religious ideologies) because of the
labeling of social work and it being more of a liberal depiction (Fram & Cribb,
2008). The respondents had similar responses to the research. All respondents
agreed that the most common trait was the conservative ideology that
experienced the most negative resistance in the classroom. In addition, they
were stereotyped and stigmatized (Personal Communication, June 8, 2016)
Some researchers looked at why there is an imbalance of the
conservative to the liberal ideologies and what drives more liberals to this field
(Fram & Cribb, 2008). Are there more liberals or is it just the conservative
doesn’t disclose? Research has shown, thus far, that there are more liberals
than conservatives but the reason why at this point, points to the conclusion of
this criticism of the conservative not believing in social services so the end result
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they are intimidated to enter (Ringstad, 2014). The literature has validated this
hypothesis.
Several of the respondents spoke about their faith. Four out of the five
respondents that identified as Christian stated that their faith is important to them.
They also reported hearing negative comments about “their faith” during class
discussion. These comments about faith were not directed at the respondents
but stated in an insensitive manner in the classroom. As an example,
respondent 4 spoke about having a sticker “Smile God Loves You” on her car
and a student in her cohort stating a negative remark about “hating it when
people have religious stickers on their cars” (Personal Communication, June 8,
2016). Statements like this display a lack self-awareness of fellow students and
influences classroom culture.
Professors
In regards to the professor relationship in the classroom setting, this study
found some mixed reactions on how they could help or even if it was their job in
creating a place of inclusion for all. Some of the respondents reported that they
felt they did add a cohesive component to the atmosphere of inclusion. Two of
the respondents mentioned how much they appreciated one of their professors
for bringing up the fact that there are “conservative social worker perspective”
(Personal Communication, June 8, 2016). This statement alone represented to
them that this professor is open to it and recognizes that it’s even an issue in the
profession (Personal Communication, May, 2016). Educators do not have the
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ability to control their students, they do have the ability to influence the
classrooms culture.
In the research Hodge (2005), stated that it is important to have a
framework for examining dynamics of bias and acceptance in the classroom, so
that professors in social work can ensure that there are efforts ‘toward a
balanced and inclusive profession’ (Hodge, 2005) are encompassed in teaching
practices and standards for ethical integrity (Fram & Cribbs, 2008). In tandem
with Hodge, one of the respondents did report that they thought if professors
were willing to step out of their comfort zone that they would be role models to
teach us the road map of how to handle this sensitive topic of inclusiveness of
diverse ideologies.

Limitations
This study came across a few limitations. The first limitation was the nonprobability data collection and small sample size. With the quota sample used
and having only six participants limits the ability to make this generalizable
across all MSW students is not possible. However, for the purpose of this study it
does speak for the two cohorts that were studied. Additional research in this
area with larger sample sizes would further benefit future study in the area.
Second, the findings were from one MSW program in the State of
California, Inland Empire region. it is important that future studies would include
more MSW programs from other institutions across California. The study also
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consisted of only women and it would need input from the male population to
have a diverse and more balanced representation. The anomaly of the
participants all identifying with a form of faith was not expected and was not
screened for. Additionally, the study should include more diverse faith
backgrounds and a balance of political ideologies.

Recommendations for Social Work
Practice, Policy and Research
This study has implications for students, MSW professionals, educators,
and researchers. It is important for of students to feel welcome in the social work
classrooms, that their thoughts are invited and valued; this will help foster a true
learning environment for everyone.
There are a few different research projects that can be looked at in the
future, such as, how do we recruit the underrepresented groups into the field of
social work for diversity, and how does this affect International Social Work. Not
limiting to the fact that the more data we collect for the purpose of censorship,
eventually a more substantive qualitative study can be done for increasing the
validity of this research and showing how diversity is lacking in our field of social
work, which then can lead to improved inclusiveness and an improved care and
professionalism in the social work profession.
In the area of education and policy is the concept of cultural humility. This
is an important concept to bring to the students of social work and social work in
general. Cultural competence is taught at all levels, however, being
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knowledgeable doesn’t necessarily make a person proficient in understanding.
Cultural humility starts with the individual, it is the individual being open to other
or other oriented. It is humility oriented and introspective to increase selfawareness of the social worker and the multiculturalism that surrounds them in
the classroom along with the world.

Conclusion
It is essential for field of social work to remember and operate in the social
work code of ethics, especially in the area of respecting their fellow
professionals. In all disciplines of social work macro, mezzo, and micro, there is
a need to remember the level of professionalism that comes with the being a
social worker. The classroom is a microcosm of diversity that doesn’t get tapped
into and is a disservice for all students; they need to hear and consider the
diversity in their own classrooms. In this multicultural setting, it is of value that all
value and belief systems are heard from and not just one side so they can learn
from each other. When students graduate and move into the work force the
probability that they will have to service someone that thinks different than they
do is going to be high.
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APPENDIX A
DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE
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APPENDIX B
FOCUS GROUP VIGNETTE
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Appendix A
Focus Group Interview Questions and Vignette
Vignette
You have a non-denominational Christian married couple with one daughter, 15yrs of
age. The daughter has been identifying as a male for approximately 3yrs. The parents
have supported her in dressing as a male, identifying male, cutting hair to fit the
masculine style and even changing her name to a male’s name, but not legally yet. The
adolescent is also wanting to start taking hormone injections in order to move toward reassignment surgery. However, these changes have been occurring over the years contrary
to the parent’s belief system, yet they have been adjusting. Now the adolescent wants his
father to sign a legal document giving her the rights to change her name officially and the
father will not sign because he is struggling with his belief/value system as a Christian
and a parent.
Developed by: Lisa Kozlowski
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APPENDIX C
INFORMED CONSENT
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